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Abstract 
We examine the concept of authenticity in relation to the narratives from volunteers who have been 
in Uganda, Zambia or Malawi with Dan Church Aid. We will investigate how they articulate their 
experiences and their expectations prior to departure. This is done by a thematic analysis, which 
focuses on four concepts: Authenticity, memory in relation to storytelling, the real and volunteer 
while analyzing them in relation to social constructionism. Furthermore, we discuss the differences 
and similarities of the real and authenticity as well as whether or not the volunteer program can 
create an authentic experience. Our analysis and discussion show that the perception of authenticity 
is a result of social constructs, however, these constructs are made by the individuals. 
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Summaries 
English summary 
This project addresses volunteers from Dan Church Aid and their stories of the experience as well 
as their expectations prior to departure. These are analyzed in relation to four concepts: a) 
Authenticity, b) Memory in relation to storytelling, c) The Real, and d) Volunteer. Our main focus 
lies on the concept of authenticity and the articulation of this in our volunteers’ narratives. We 
examined the narratives as well as the concepts in relation to social constructionism, which was our 
theoretical standpoint. Our hypothesis was that it was easier to have an authentic experience when 
being a volunteer for Dan Church Aid rather than travelling on your own. In our discussion we 
compared the concept of the real with our understanding of authenticity, as well as discussing 
whether or not the volunteer program could create an authentic experience. Our analysis and 
discussion showed that much of what was perceived to be authentic was also a result of social 
constructs, which was created by the individuals themselves.  
 
Dansk resumé 
Dette projekt omhandler volontører fra Folkekirkens Nødhjælp og deres fortællinger om deres 
oplevelser, samt deres forventninger før afrejse. Disse analyseres i forhold til fire begreber: a) 
Autenticitet, b) Hukommelse i relation til fortælling, c) The Real, og d) Volontør. Vores primære 
fokus ligger på begrebet autenticitet og brugen af dette i vores frivilliges beretninger. Vi undersøgte 
fortællingerne samt begreberne i forhold til social-konstruktionisme, som er vores teoretiske 
standpunkt. Vores hypotese var, at det var lettere at have en autentisk oplevelse når man var 
volontør for Folkekirkens Nødhjælp end når man rejste på egen hånd. I vores diskussion 
sammenlignede vi begrebet the real med vores forståelse af autenticitet samt diskuterede hvorvidt 
arbejdet som volontør kan skabe en autentisk oplevelse. Vores analyse og diskussion viste, at meget 
af det, der blev opfattet som autentisk også var et resultat af sociale konstruktioner. Disse blev 
konstrueret af individerne selv. 
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Glossary 
Dan Church Aid: Folkekirkens Nødhjælp 
Volunteer: A person who designates his or her time to benefit others 
NGO: Non Governmental Organization 
Authenticity: A socially constructed term, which can be negotiated 
Smörgäsbord: a Scandinavian meal served in the style of a buffet	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Introduction 
A general definition of authenticity is that: “Authenticity tends to be used in the context of heritage, 
where it refers to the traditional items and customs that define ways of life and origins of culture.” 
(Robinson 2012: 15). Authenticity is especially discussed is in relation to culture, travel and 
tourism, where the main notion is whether or not the tourists or sightseers actually see or experience 
something authentic on their travels (MacCannell 1973: 592). However, we have found that the 
social constructionist approach to the concept was more appealing to our problem statement. Erik 
Cohen provides a definition, which we will be applying throughout the project: “... ‘authenticity’ is 
a socially constructed concept and its social… connotation is, therefore, not given, but 
‘negotiable’” (Cohen 1988: 374). Looking at this we found it interesting to examine further on the 
concept and therefore investigate the same notion of authenticity when traveling, but to shift the 
focus from regular tourists to young adults who travel as volunteers for an NGO.  
We will therefore look at the concept in relation to experiencing a new culture through volunteering 
and we have chosen to do a focus group interview with four young volunteers from the organization 
Dan Church Aid. This is due to the fact that Dan Church Aid is hosting a volunteer program in 
Africa (among other places), where the volunteers are situated as observants for local partners of 
Dan Church Aid, while living in local villages with host families for two to four months depending 
on the program. We wanted to focus on the volunteers who had already been to Africa in relation to 
Dan Church Aid and how they had experienced their stay in Malawi, Zambia or Uganda, which are 
the countries the participants of the focus group have been to. Furthermore, while conducting our 
empirical data, we found that our informants repeated several themes and that they emphasized two 
things; they had prior to travelling thought that they were going to save the world and that they 
wanted to have an authentic experience while seeing the ‘real’ Africa. This led them to having 
certain expectations in regards to their experience. Their stories showed us that they were not able 
to become exactly like the local Africans, however, was this due to their own expectations or that 
authenticity is socially constructed, thereby meaning that it can be discussed whether or not it is 
real? This awoke our interest in the concept of authenticity and to investigate if it is possible to have 
an authentic experience when being a volunteer for an organization like Dan Church Aid. We 
question this due to the fact that the experiences happen within a framework set up by the 
organization and in cooperation with the surrounding partners in the African countries.  
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This led us to the following problem statement: How do volunteers from Dan Church Aid articulate 
their expectations to and experiences from volunteering in Africa and which role does the concept 
of authenticity play in their articulations? 
 
If people who volunteer are convinced that they experience the authentic or ‘real’ Africa, then it 
seems relevant to look at the concept of authenticity while having a social constructionist standpoint 
as it opens up for a discussion. Social constructionism focuses on that our reality is constructed 
through language (Jørgensen & Phillips 2011: 18). As Kenneth Gergen explains: “... is principally 
concerned with explicating the processes by which people come to describe, explain, or otherwise 
account for the world (including themselves) in which they live” (1985: 266). Gergen informs us 
that “[d]escriptions and explanations of the world themselves constitute a forms of social action” 
(1985: 268). This will be our theoretical position within this project. The social constructionist 
perspective will assist us in our analysis of our informants’ reproduction of their stories. The reason 
as to why we write ‘reproduction’ is due to the fact that the volunteers have a contract with Dan 
Church Aid, which states that they have to either write articles or hold several presentations about 
their experiences when they come back. This leads to having told about their experiences so many 
times that it becomes a recreation of the original. The reproduction of their story and how these 
narratives depict their perception of the authentic experience is therefore the aspect that is 
interesting to us. When looking at how they reconstruct their story, we will be delving into the 
recurring themes such as the real, being a volunteer and authenticity. These themes were all 
discussed at our focus group interview. We will first and foremost be looking at them through the 
way the volunteers have perceived and therefore retell their experiences, but also through the lenses 
of the theoretical framework, which will be presented in the section of conceptual clarification.  
 
Within this project we will be starting with a conceptual clarification where we will be explaining 
the various definitions of our concepts: a) Authenticity, b) Memory in relation to storytelling, c) The 
Real, and d) Volunteer, as well as highlighting our usage of them in this project. Thereafter, we will 
explain our methods, which are a focus group interview as well as a thematic analysis. The thematic 
analysis strategy will allow us to go into depth with our concepts and the themes presented in our 
empirical data. These themes are volunteer and experience, which will be related to our concepts. 
After this, there will be a short presentation of our empirical data; this will entail a description of 
Dan Church Aid’s framework for their volunteer programs and also empirical items collected from 
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the focus group interview. The analysis will show how the recurring themes, as mentioned above, 
relate to our key concept of authenticity as well as our theoretical standpoint, which is that of social 
constructionism. After our analysis, we will be discussing Michel De Certeau’s concept of the real 
versus our understanding(s) of the concept authenticity as well as whether or not the volunteer 
program can lead to an authentic experience.   
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Conceptual clarification  
In this section we will provide a clarification of the concepts, which is used throughout the project. 
These concepts will assist us when conducting a thematic analysis of our empirical data. Each 
concept refers to our problem statement:  
How do volunteers from Dan Church Aid articulate their expectations to and 
experience from volunteering in Africa and which role does the notion of authenticity 
play in their articulations? 
We will provide a general introduction of the concepts in order to show the variety of them as well 
as presenting our definition in order for the reader to have a full comprehension of the concepts. 
The following concepts will be introduced a) Authenticity, b) Memory in relation to storytelling, c) 
The Real, and d) Volunteer.  
 
Authenticity 
Our key concept is that of authenticity. This is central to our problem, as we wish to investigate 
how the volunteers have experienced the notion of the ‘authentic Africa’ while being situated as 
observers for Dan Church Aid. We want to explore how, and if, this concept can be the result of a 
social construct given by the various contexts when being a volunteer as well as our informants’ 
own experience of it. In order to do so, we must first clarify what authenticity means and how it can 
be defined.  
 
Authenticity has been and still is a hot topic for debate, especially in relation to travel, culture and 
tourism, which is some of the aspects we wish to examine. However, trying to navigate in the 
jungle of definitions is easier said than done. One theorist who provides an excellent suggestion to a 
definition is Erik Cohen (1988). He believes that “... ‘authenticity’ is a socially constructed concept 
and its social… connotation is, therefore, not given, but ‘negotiable’” (1988: 374). This definition 
ties in with our problem, that authenticity could in fact be a social construct and that it can be 
negotiated in relation to place, space, people etc. Another similar definition arises from John P. 
Taylor, who says that “... the notion of authenticity is complicit with a social practice of 
representation” (2001: 14). Taylor’s notion of authenticity is that it is defined by social practices 
e.g. it is socially constructed, and that if authenticity is “... to have any legitimate place in 
discussion of culture, its definition must rest with the individuals who ‘make up’ that culture” 
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(Ibid). This particular notion relates to our investigation, as we are attempting to see how our 
informants have experienced the authentic and how they perceived it. It is our assumption that they 
become a part of the construction of what is authentic as they articulate their experience of it, thus 
reproducing the social construct of authenticity in relation to culture.  
 
Theorist Nina Wang also has a definition in line with the perspective of social constructionism, 
which is “... the result of a social construction, not an objectively measurable quality of what is 
being visited. Things appear authentic not because they are inherently authentic but because they 
are constructed as such in terms of points of view, beliefs, perspectives or power (1999: 351). Here 
we see that Wang connects the concept of authenticity to being socially constructed but also that it 
derives meaning from the individual’s point of view. What the individuals believe to be authentic is 
also what we are looking into when analyzing our data from our focus group interview. It is 
interesting to see how what they believe to be authentic is articulated as well as seeing what they 
relate it to. Wang relies much on Edward Bruner throughout her paper on authenticity and he 
presents some seemingly valid definitions of authenticity: 
“According to Bruner (1994), authenticity has four different meanings. First, it refers to the 
“historical verisimilitude” of representation. This is the authentic reproduction which 
resembles the original and thus look credible and convincing … Second, authenticity means 
genuine, historically accurate, and immaculate simulation. In both the first and second 
sense it involves the nature of a copy or reproduction rather than the original … Third, 
authenticity “means originals, as opposed to a copy; but in this sense, no reproduction 
could be authentic by definition” … Four, the term refers to authority or power which 
authorizes, certifies, and legally validates authenticity.” (Bruner in Wang: 354) 
These four notions will be part of our discussion when trying to decipher our informants’ narrative 
of the authentic experience they have had when volunteering. The first and second meaning which 
Wang highlights in the quote is that a copy of an original can be perceived as authentic. This will be 
discussed in relation to our volunteers copying the locals’ daily routines as a means to have an 
authentic experience. The third and fourth meaning are connected as well, which we will use to 
oppose the first two when discussing if something is a copy then how can it be authentic? Is the 
copy more authentic than the original and how do our informants perceive this? It will allow us to 
look critically at our problem statement and assist us when we attempt to answer if our informants’ 
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narratives of their experiences can be a result of a social construct. It also provides a distinction for 
us as well as the reader, when going through the material and data.  
 
Memory (and storytelling) 
We have chosen to incorporate Michel De Certeau’s concept of memory, as this is central to our 
empirical data. Since our data has been collected from a focus group interview, which included 
former volunteers who had been situated in different countries in Africa, their narratives are a 
reconstruction from the memories they have from the experiences. It is central to look into this as 
memories can be a fleeting thing and influence our perception as well as the construction of stories. 
Therefore, a lot of what is in the volunteers’ reconstructions might be situations that are altered in 
the process of remembering them, this we will elaborate further in this section. We will not be 
looking into memories as a method of storytelling, but rather how it affects the story, which is told.  
 
According to Michel de Certeau, memories are knowledge, events that have been stored in our 
minds and can be recalled at the right point in time (1984: 83). When telling a story, we call upon 
memories of things we have seen, read, experienced, etc. However, De Certeau says that there are 
several problems when it comes to memory and this can have an effect on the story which is told, 
thus constructing a reality which is perceived to be true but might in fact not be (1984: 86). He lists 
three notions about memory:  
“1) Practical memory is regulated by the manifold activity of alteration … it responds more 
than it records, up to the moment when, losing its mobile fragility and becoming incapable 
of new alterations, it can only repeat its initial responses … 2) This response is singular. 
Within the ensemble in which it occurs, it is merely one more detail - an action, a word - so 
well-placed as to reverse the situation … 3) The oddest thing is no doubt the mobility of this 
memory in which the details are never what they are: they are not objects, for they are 
elusive as such … not stable, since each recall alters them” (1984: 87-88).  
In other words, memories respond more than they record, they can reverse a situation within a story 
and they are fragments of what might have been read, seen or experienced. He also says that these 
stories are more like fiction as they are built on fragments of memories as well as being 
circumstantial (1984: 79). What is truly interesting is that De Certeau claims that we only remember 
parts of an event/what we have read/seen. If this is the case, how can we then trust the narratives, 
which our informants have informed us of? It plays into the assumption that we construct our 
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narratives based on a fragment of an event or text and then use the socially constructed contexts to 
complete the production of the story - and in our case the reproduction of the stories.  
 
The Real 
Another concept that we are looking into within this project is Michel De Certeau’s the real. This is 
done in relation to belief and stories, which is relevant to our problem, as we are investigating the 
experience of authenticity when looking at how it was perceived by our informants. We believe that 
De Certeau’s notion of the real can be connected to the concept of authenticity, as we are working 
with authenticity as being a negotiable term and that it depends on context. This in turn is connected 
with the real. Because what is the real? What do we believe to be real/authentic? The real is also 
something, which can be discussed in terms of context and social construction, which is what we 
will do further on in the analysis with De Certeau as our focal point as well as comparing his 
concept to our definition of authenticity.  
 
De Certeau’s notion of the real is a discussion of whether or not the narratives we are told, see, 
read, etc. is constructed or fabricated by the media. Before the explosion of the media it was the 
local ministers, etc. who were the media of news and facts (1984: 185), but now “... the real … 
talks constantly … [n]o story has ever spoken so much or shown so much” (Ibid). We are told 
stories from the moment we wake up till the moment we go back to sleep; watching or listening to 
the news, various information is thrown at us and De Certeau believes that: “Narrated reality 
constantly tells us what must be believed and what must be done … They articulate our existences 
by teaching us what they must be. They “cover the event”, that is to say they make our legends 
(legenda what is to be read and said) out of it” (1984: 186). In other words, the narrated reality 
dictates the social norm of what should be believed and done. If this is the case, then in relation to 
our concept of authenticity, it would thus be a predetermined and socially constructed term, where 
the individual is not taken into consideration as an active agent who sees or experiences the 
authentic.  
De Certeau continues on within this line of thought to say that “[o]ur society has become a recited 
society, in three senses: it is defined by stories (récrits, the fables constituted by our advertising and 
informational media), by citations of stories, and by the interminable recitation of stories” (Ibid). It 
ties in with the social constructionist belief that everything is constructed in a social context and 
stories are (re)productions of information in the various contexts. This information and the stories 
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which the media speak of is also, according to De Certeau, what defines us; what we should do, 
how to act, what to believe and see: “[t]hese narrations have the twofold and strange power of 
transforming seeing into believing, and that of fabricating realities out of appearances” (Ibid). We 
will be using this notion in our analysis of the data to see if this is present in our informants’ 
narratives of why they chose to volunteer. Could it have been that it was the social norm of ‘doing 
something good’ that was their motivation of volunteering? The “... fiction claims to make the real 
present, to speak in the name of the facts and thus to cause the semblance it produces to be taken as 
a referential reality” (1984: 187). Also, this will assist us when looking into the informants’ stories, 
as it again aligns with our scientific perspective, the socially constructed story.  
Another important point to mention from De Certeau is that the audience does in fact know that the 
‘fiction’ (the narrated reality from the e.g. the media) is a result of manipulation but still assume 
that it is real: “... the stories of images, which are now no more than ‘fictions’, visible and legible 
productions, the spectator-observer knows that these simulations are merely ‘semblances’, the 
results of manipulations … but all the same he assumes that these simulations have the status of the 
real: a belief survives the refutation that everything we know about their fabrication makes 
available to him” (1984: 187-188). It becomes another aspect towards our core concept, 
authenticity, due to De Certeau’s notion that even though we might know that something is 
constructed we still believe it to be authentic or real. He brings forth an explanation as to why we 
might be doing this: “Belief no longer rests on an invisible alterity hidden behind signs, but on 
what other groups, other fields, or other disciplines are supposed to be. The “real” is what, in a 
given place, reference to another place makes people believe in” (1984: 188). In other words we 
conform to what others believe to be true. We actually see this when attempting to clarify our 
concepts; we draw upon what others have written and said about a particular thing. We will look at 
if our informants draw upon each other’s stories, what they have been told beforehand as well as 
after their trip to Africa. It can be related to how they articulate their experience of the authentic; do 
they agree with each other, thus co-constructing and relying on each other’s stories? Is there 
anything else that could have had an impact on how they perceived the experience and is there 
something that has altered their reflection of it afterwards?  
The last thing we will draw from De Certeau’s notion of the real relates to our society being 
socially constructed by stories, which serve the purpose of making people believe in what is said: 
“To cite is thus to give reality to the simulacrum produced by a power, by making people believe 
what others believe in it, but without providing any believable object” (1984: 189). This notion will 
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be used in our analysis to see if our informants actually produce a believable object when they tell 
their stories. Does the story become more authentic and believable when they have ‘nothing’ to 
show but the story? As written above, in order to believe we have to see something concrete, but if 
the volunteers have nothing tangible to show then how are we supposed to believe the authenticity 
of their experiences through their narratives? Are their facts and information enough or is this just a 
social construct? This will be elaborated further in our analysis.  
 
Volunteer 
When attempting to investigate authenticity in relation to tourism, culture and travel, we found it 
would be most giving to interview former volunteers, as it was our assumption that they would be 
convinced that they have experienced the authentic Africa when volunteering. However, we cannot 
go into depth with this without actually defining the concept of volunteer; what do they do, what 
does it mean to be a volunteer? It is important to clarify the concept of volunteer as we are using the 
narratives from former volunteers as our source of data.  
 
Stephen Wearing defines the volunteer element as: “It is generally agreed that the volunteer is one 
who offers service, time and skills to benefit others … voluntary personal aid for developing 
communities … and gains mutual learning, friendship and adventure” (Wearing 2001: 51). 
Becoming a volunteer as a means to travel and enlist in volunteer programmes such as those Dan 
Church Aid offer, can be seen as a way to have an authentic experience, as the program does not in 
its totality offer a guided tour. Rather, it offers a trip as an observer and the opportunity to stay with 
a family in a local village, which might be more authentic than travelling as a tourist on a safari 
tour. However, Wearing also has a reservation towards being a volunteer: “One fundamental danger 
is that volunteers can reiterate the ethos of the ‘expert’, thus promoting deference in the local 
community to outside knowledge, therefore contributing to the curtailment of self-sufficiency” 
(Ibid). This indicates the tendency of volunteers becoming the ‘expert’ on an area even though they 
might not have the sufficient knowledge. This can be related to our volunteers, but with a twist. We 
will be using this notion to look at how they perceived themselves before and after departure, 
however, this will be done in hindsight, as we were not able to talk to them before they left for 
Africa.  
Another aspect of Wearing’s is what the volunteers stand to gain from their experience. We believe 
this to be relevant, as our informants are former volunteers and have had time to process their 
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experience as well as learned how to articulate this. According to Wearing, the volunteers often 
come home with “... greater tolerance; a more compassionate understanding of other people and 
their individual differences; and the gaining of a more global perspective and insight into new 
values, beliefs and ways of life.” (2001: 52). With this in mind, we wish to relate our informants’ 
notions of a broader insight into cultural differences and their experiences of what they believe to 
be authentic and see if this is actually the case. It is also what differentiates a tourist from a 
volunteer (McGehee & Wearing 2013: 122). Mass tourists are often more likely to go sightseeing, 
eating out, etc. and not being altruistic, whereas volunteers are often connoted with good will, 
charity, etc. (Ibid). This also leads to the fact of ‘who volunteers’. Susan Chambré and Christopher 
J. Einolf have evolved a theory on who volunteers and within this they state that volunteering is 
“[...]a significant and widespread social practice” (Chambré  & Einolf 2011: 3). According to 
them this leads to the fact that people who volunteer have economic surplus and come from families 
that tend to be well educated. They also mention the fact that it is often women who a more willing 
to volunteer than men (Chambré  & Einolf 2011: 5). These factors we have kept in mind for the 
analysis. Still it is important to underline that the volunteers we have interviewed have been 
volunteering for Dan Church Aid and therefore they have been a part of the requirements that are 
set when traveling for the organization. Therefore there are some requirements they might not meet 
and others, which might be more emphasized. Also, due to our scientific perspective of social 
constructionism, this is relevant in order to see whether or not they might have been affected by 
some or Dan Church Aid’s entire framework. It is central to look at the contexts they have been in 
in order to establish if their narratives have been influenced in some way.  
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Methodology 
This section is a description of the different methods we have used to gather our empirical data and 
afterwards be able to analyze it in the best way possible. 
The reason we have chosen these methods is because we felt that to be able to research our problem 
statement the way we wanted to the focus group interview and the thematic analysis strategy were 
the best ways to go about it. We chose the thematic analysis strategy to be able to analyze the 
material thoroughly and since this type of analysis goes into depth with themes and also focuses on 
(re)telling the participants’ experiences, it made sense for us to apply this method to our analysis.  
 
Focus group interview 
The main method we have chosen to use in this project is aimed at the gathering of empirical data 
and therefore we have chosen the method of focus group interview also known as a qualitative 
research method (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 150). 
A focus group interview is “[…]characterized by a non-directive style of interviewing, where the 
prime concern is to encourage a variety of viewpoints on the topic in focus for the group.” (Kvale 
& Brinkmann 2009: 150). What Kvale and Brinkmann emphasize here is what we wished to 
achieve when conducting our interview, as it is central to our project show diversity. This enables 
us to create a broader understanding of how the reproductions of the volunteer experiences portray 
the theme authenticity and the ‘real experience’. 
This method has helped us not only to collect data, but also to formulate a framework and a 
multitude of questions that we asked the participants. It has assisted us to create an investigative and 
comprehensive analysis of the themes we have chosen to focus upon. 
The participants of the focus group interview were between the ages of 22-25. When choosing 
participants for a focus group interview it is important to be analytically selective to make sure that 
the people participating are actually able to answer the questions and engage in the debate (Halkier 
2008: 26-27). Since the people who volunteer for Dan Church Aid has to be within the age range of 
18-30 our participants are automatically within this range. Furthermore, it is also essential to 
consider whether or not the participants of our focus group interview know each other or not and 
what effect this could have on the interview (2008: 29). Since it is limited how many people are 
permitted into the volunteer program with Dan Church Aid it is difficult to avoid that some of them 
might know each other. This is due to the fact that subsequent to their stay there are meetings with 
	   17	  
	  
all former volunteers and the employees responsible for the volunteer program. As a result of this 
we had two participants who were friends and the rest were ‘just’ familiar. 
We made the decision to conduct one focus group interview with between four and six participants 
because we found it to be the adequate quantity in order to gather the amount of empirical data, 
which we knew we would be able to work with, within our time constraints (2008: 33). 
Furthermore, we made the decision that one of us would be the modifier and ask the potential 
questions if needed, while the other would serve as an observer who controlled the audio and video 
as well as taking notes so the essential aspects of the debate would be noted down. 
 
When starting the project, we sought out to investigate how the volunteers were prepared for the 
cultural encounter that they had experienced, but due to time constraints and deadlines for the 
preparation seminar, it was necessary to shift our focus to the narratives of their experiences. We 
were able to get in contact with four women who have been volunteers for Dan Church Aid and 
were willing to participate and talk about their experiences. 
The purpose of the focus group interview was to explore the volunteers’ experiences through Dan 
Church Aid. At the beginning of the interview we asked the participants to answer basic questions 
such as their name, age, when and where they traveled and with what program within the Dan 
Church Aid frame. In this situation they were also informed about the possibility of anonymity. 
However, none of them felt that was important. When creating the written framework (Appendix X) 
for the focus group interview we decided to make six cards with different themes written on them. 
The themes were Authenticity, The Real Africa, Experiences, Expectations, Dan Church Aid and 
Volunteer. These were put on the table in front of them prior to the interview and when we began 
we asked one of them to pick a card with the theme they wished to discuss first. The person who 
chose a card also had the responsibility of writing, what they perceived to be important on the 
theme cards. After having discussed one subject the next person was asked to pick a theme card and 
this was how we proceeded until all six themes had been thoroughly discussed. The cards 
functioned as a point of departure for the discussion as a means to avoid biased questions from our 
point of view.  
 
As Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann writes: “Conversation is a basic mode of human 
interaction” (2009: xvii), while focusing on this quote it is essential to underline that our main aim 
with this focus group interview was to create conversation, not only between the interviewer (us) 
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and the interviewees (the volunteers) but also amongst the interviewees. This would serve as a 
means to create a debate between them in order to recall memories that our framework and 
questions might have missed. 
 
As a precaution we had prepared questions to ask them if the conversation was to not run as 
smoothly as hoped. These were almost not needed because the conversation ran freely throughout 
the interview. The whole interview lasted approximately 1 hour and 42 minutes and was both audio 
– and video recorded in order for us to be able to both listen to it and watch it when analyzing and 
discussing the data. 
One of our main observations with this focus group interview was that a lot of significant points and 
discussions happened in the informal space, which means before our recordings had started and 
after we had turned them off. As before mentioned the participants were acquainted with each other, 
which created a ‘safe environment’, where they were able to start talking before the formal 
interview started and after it had stopped, and still the conversation were flowing beyond our 
expectancies when we were actually conducting the interview. This has led to that we have 
knowledge of their experiences, that is not documented in the recordings, but which we can use as a 
form of background knowledge. 
 
We have chosen qualitative above quantitative research method because it is a way of interacting 
with the young women, who have been volunteering. By interacting with them we thus achieved 
both the answers to the questions we posed, but also their emotions, reactions etc. to the memories 
that is brought back by talking to other volunteers, who have been in the same situation. This would 
not be possible if we chose to do a quantitative survey, as this would focus more on the statistics 
and the larger numbers of participants, which we are not interested in within this project. 
Furthermore, the reason we have chosen focus group interview instead of one-on-one interviews is 
for the participants to be able to recall more of their volunteer memories when discussing it with 
other people who have had the same experiences. This could result in more memories from the 
individual person that might surface when in interaction with others. The ‘what’, ‘how’, ‘when’ and 
‘who’ aspects of the situation might help them to remember more experiences when talking to 
others with the same experiences, as shown within this quote from Bente Halkier: “Sociale 
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erfaringer bliver til mere eller mindre selvfølgelige repertoirer, som mennesker bruger når de 
fortolker og handler sig igennem dagligdagens aktiviteter i samspil med andre” (2008: 10)1. 
Within this method we have chosen to do a methodological de-selection in the sense that we have 
chosen not to transcribe our interviews. This we have chosen mostly because it is very time 
consuming and due to our time constraint we would rather focus on the content of the project than 
on transcribing the interview. Choosing not to transcribe means that we have more time to go into 
depth with the certain themes, which are touched upon in the focus group interview. Furthermore, 
the audio file is added as an appendix for this project so it can be listened to while reading the 
project.  
 
Thematic Analysis 
We have applied the method of thematic analysis to our empirical data to be able to go more into 
depth with certain aspects and findings from the material. 
Thematic analysis is a common way of analyzing qualitative research data. It is a method that is 
focused upon emphasizing patterns and similar points in the collected data. Other than that it is a 
form of analysis that forces the researcher and analyst to become more involved and interpret more 
than other methods (Guest, MacQueen & Namey 2012: 10).  
It is a frequent fact that thematic analysis can be used to analyze a lot of different research material, 
but the most common material to use it for is the data from qualitative research (2012: 16). One of 
the things that are mentioned as something that you can use the method for when reading about this 
type of analysis is a focus group interview. This has made it accessible for us to brainstorm on 
different themes. This resulted in predetermined themes that we wanted them to discuss. That way 
we were able to point them to the emphasized angle in our project without biasing them.   
The process of figuring out which themes to focus on within the thematic analysis are to look upon 
which aspects are thoroughly discussed within the empirical data. Afterwards one has to brainstorm 
on how they fit in with the problem statement. As mentioned earlier we predetermined six themes 
for the focus group interview and used them as a starting point for the flow of the conversation. 
This way it also made sense that the same themes would be used for our thematic analysis, 
however, as some of them made more sense with our problem statement than others we chose to 
accentuate three of the six themes - these are ‘authenticity’, ‘the real’ and ‘volunteer’. As 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1	  Loose translation of the quote: “Social experiences become more or less obvious repertoires that people use when they interpret and act through 
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authenticity is our main focus throughout the project we have looked into the other themes in 
relation to it and how the participants from our focus group have touched upon the concept of it. 
 
Lastly, we find it important to underline that thematic analysis also has an emphasis on: 
“[...]presenting the stories and experiences voiced by study participants as accurately and 
comprehensively as possible.” (2012: 16).  As our problem statement as well as our empirical data 
focuses on the reproduction of the stories from the former volunteers, we find that this is relevant as 
the thematic analysis strategy is not ‘just’ about the themes that the researcher has emphasized, but 
also about representing the stories that are told within the data, through the themes and therefore 
through the analysis.  
As a final remark it is relevant to touch upon that we have been two analysts working on this 
thematic analysis. It resulted in discussions throughout, as it is normal for different analysts to place 
emphasis on dissimilar aspects. Some might see limitations where others see strong material and 
therefore as a method that relates to the thematic analysis we have talked the content of the analysis 
through before writing anything down. This we have done in order to make sure that different 
perspectives of the analysis does not have contradicting points and also to make sure that the 
analysis was positioned in a direction that correlated with our problem field and problem statement.  
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Presentation of the empirical data 
The empirical data of this project is the focus group interview that we have conducted. This entails 
a recording that lasts 1 hour and 42 minutes. The participants of this empirical data are former 
volunteers for Dan Church Aid; we were able to procure four girls who have volunteered for the 
organization within the past five years. 
In this section we will begin with a brief description of the framework that Dan Church Aid’s 
volunteer programs are aimed at. Thereafter, we will describe the empirical data and touch upon 
what we have emphasized within the narratives from the former volunteers and what they focus on 
reproducing.  
	  
Description of Dan Church Aid’s volunteer framework 
Dan Church Aid (Danish: Folkekirkens Nødhjælp) is a non-governmental organization that fights to 
support some of the poorest countries in the world. Their main aim is to help strengthen the poor 
people of the third world countries so they can be helped to live a life of dignity (‘Folkekirkens 
Nødhjælp, Det gør vi’).  
This organization has multiple volunteer programs that are situated in various countries, in which 
our participants have been a part of three of them. Dan Church Aid has programs in Uganda, 
Malawi, Zambia, Thailand/Myanmar, Palestine, Nepal and Kyrgyzstan (‘Nødhjælp, Go Global, 
Volontør, Ophold’). The volunteers that are chosen for Dan Church Aid have to be within the age 
range of 18-30. This is first and foremost due to the structure of the program and that you have to be 
of legal age to participate, but also the aspect of group dynamics are taken into consideration. 
Experience shows that it challenges the dynamics of the group if the age difference of the 
participants is too steep, therefore, the organization stresses that the participants of the certain 
volunteer ‘teams’ should be close to each other age-wise (‘Nødhjælp, Go Global, Ophold’).   
 
Our focus in this project is on Uganda, Malawi and Zambia as those are the countries that our 
participants in the focus group interview have volunteered in.  
The purpose of the volunteer program for Dan Church Aid is for the volunteers to observe the work 
that the organization is a part of in the third world countries. While they are volunteering they have 
to write articles about their stay, what they experience and when they come home they have the 
possibility of giving presentations (mostly for young people) on how it is to be a volunteer for Dan 
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Church Aid. Depending on what type of program the volunteers are traveling with they might also 
have to be a part of the so-called ‘Hunger-caravan’ when they come home (‘Nødhjælp, Tilbage i 
Danmark’). This is a part of Dan Church Aid’s yearly parish/national collection where the aim is to 
reach out to young people for them to understand what kind of work the organization is involved in. 
An important aspect for Dan Church Aid’s programs is that the volunteers are placed with 
individual families and not as a group. This is an important choice for the organization because it is 
a way of showing them that the people in the villages are a part of the developing process 
themselves. This also creates some sort of solidarity view from the volunteer when living with them 
and being able to understand their way of life.   
 
The first of Dan Church Aid’s programs, which two of our participants have been part of, is the 
longest volunteer program where the volunteers are in Africa for approximately four months. This 
program normally takes place from October-January. The aim of this is to live with two different 
families in local villages on the countryside. It starts for six weeks where the volunteer lives with 
one family becoming a part of their life-world. After having lived with one family for six weeks, 
there is one week’s vacation where all of the volunteers can meet up in a group and relax. After that 
week they go to live with a new family in another village and it basically starts over, getting to 
know the new environment and being a part of everything they do. Throughout the whole program 
you are following a partner organization to Dan Church Aid and their work. The volunteers are 
observers of projects that Dan Church Aid has helped with funds (‘Nødhjælp, Ophold’). 
Throughout the program the volunteers are partnered up so they have one of the other volunteers as 
a support and colleague throughout the stay. After they are finished with both stays at families they 
go back to the Dan Church Aid headquarter in the respectable country and then the program is over. 
 
The second volunteer program, which one of our volunteers has been part of, is the short version of 
the one described above. For this program the volunteers travel from April-June. Here the 
volunteers have one week of introduction and preparation and afterwards they are sent out to live 
with local families for six weeks. When the six weeks are over they also have a short debriefing at 
Dan Church Aid headquarter and then their program is over.   
 
The third program that we need to touch upon, as one of our participants has volunteered through, is 
the volunteer program through Silkeborg Højskole. This program is slightly different from the 
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others as it focuses on 15 students from the Folk High School going to Uganda and living five to six 
weeks in the local villages. Here it is quite similar to the other programs as the aim of this kind of 
volunteering is to follow a local partner of Dan Church Aid to see how developmental work plays 
out. This stay through Silkeborg Højskole is focused on awakening the students’ commitment 
towards developmental work and volunteering (‘Nødhjælp, Go Global, Silkeborg Højskole’). The 
students who have been on this program also participate in the ‘Hunger-caravan’ for the 
parish/national collection for Dan Church Aid.  
 
As mentioned above, the women that participated in our focus group interview have each been part 
of one of the three programs that were just explained. Therefore, this might lead to some vast 
differences in what they have expressed about the beforementioned themes. These differences have 
been have taken into account.  
	  
Description of empirical data 
Having read the framework for the three different volunteer programs that Dan Church Aid hosts, it 
is safe to say that our empirical data springs from this framework. This it does in the sense that we, 
as mentioned earlier, have made a focus group interview with four former volunteers who have 
each been part of one of the three programs described.  
This focus group interview was conducted with four young women. Anne, 25 years old, traveled to 
Malawi with Dan Church Aid on the long volunteer program in 2009-10; Nanna, 24 years old, 
traveled to Malawi on the short volunteer program in 2012; Lana, 22 years old, was in Malawi and 
Zambia on the long program in 2012-13; and Line, 23 years old, traveled to Uganda through the 
Silkeborg Højskole program from December 2012 to January 2013.  
 
Throughout the interview we were focused on that we did not want to affect their answers by asking 
too many questions and accidentally subjecting them into bias. Because of that view we had 
prepared some cards with themes/categories on what we wanted them to talk about. These cards 
were chosen one by one by the participants after having discussed one theme thoroughly. We had 
prepared to talk about themes like ‘Authenticity’, ‘The Real Africa’, ‘Volunteer’, ‘Experiences’, 
‘Expectations’ and ‘Dan Church Aid’. While the interview was on-going we had asked them to 
write notes on the theme that was discussed, this we did so we were able to see if they had 
emphasized other aspects than we had noted while observing.  
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One of the first things that we found remarkable within the interview was that our participants 
seemed to be blatantly honest and were not shy or afraid to speak up. The conversation flowed well 
and we were eager to hear what they had to say. Some themes turned out to be more debatable than 
others, however, the themes tended to blur into one and another in which the papers with the themes 
on them proved to be a valuable source of data as well.  
 
In our interview, we have been through several themes as written before, however, what has been 
said about these themes and what has been discussed went far beyond our expectations. Some 
examples of this were the clash of expectations, experiences, what was authentic - what was 
inauthentic? As well as the real vs. the false/fabricated, wanting to rescue the world, judgments and 
categorizations. These are just a few examples of what we are going to look at in our analysis to see 
how these themes come together when trying to answer our problem statement:  
 
“How do volunteers from Dan Church Aid articulate their expectations to and experience from 
volunteering in Africa and which role does the notion of authenticity play in their articulations?”  
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Analysis 
In this analysis of our empirical data we will be focusing mainly on the concept of authenticity. 
Within this concept, we have selected two main themes which both relate to it. These two themes 
are volunteer and experience. They are interconnected and will show what our informants expected 
to experience as well as what they actually did experience. The section on volunteer will include 
their initial expectations before departure as well as when they were in Africa, however, these 
expectations are looked at in hindsight as we did not have the opportunity to interview the 
volunteers before departure. These expectations, which are related to being a volunteer through Dan 
Church Aid will then be combined with the key concept, authenticity. The section on experience 
will include how they perceive Africa, the way they take patent on the knowledge of Africa after 
being there, how they articulate their experiences as if they were experts and these will be combined 
with authenticity. Throughout the analysis it is important to keep in mind, that the information 
brought forth by the volunteers is reproductions of their experiences. This also means that the 
opinions that might be stated in the quotes are theirs alone and not a general view on certain aspects 
of volunteering in Africa. We will be conducting a thematic analysis with focus on our core 
concepts A) Authenticity, B) Memory in relation to storytelling, C) The Real, and D) Volunteer, in 
association with our selected themes: volunteering and experience.  
	  
Volunteer – creating your own authentic experience? 
In this section the concept of volunteer will be in focus while analyzing our empirical data. To 
supplement this theme we will also be drawn upon expectations to be able to understand what they 
had in mind before they traveled with Dan Church Aid. Within this it is important to state that the 
narratives from the volunteers are from after they returned, which is why some of the memories of 
their expectations might be reconstructed in a mix of what they remember and what they think they 
remember.  
 
The very contemporary view on what to expect from traveling, as a volunteer is perceived as though 
the people who are traveling want to have an authentic experience and ‘saving the world’. We 
defined in our conceptual understanding that a volunteer is a person who gives up an amount of 
time to benefit others. Therefore, some might have the expectation that they want to achieve 
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something that is beneficial to the community where they volunteer. This expectation comes forth 
as they want to feel that the time they have spent volunteering is worth it and not perceived as 
wasted. This also seems to be the case for the former volunteers whom we have interviewed. When 
asked if they remembered their expectations before becoming volunteers for Dan Church Aid they 
all exclaimed that their view was that they were expecting to go to environments where they were 
able to make a difference, which would end up having an impact on their lives (Audio file: 4:40). 
They wanted to experience something that was completely different from what they were used to 
and therefore they had certain expectations such as getting their ‘hands dirty’. To elaborate a bit on 
this, they also discussed the fact that having to achieve something that is remembered afterwards 
was of great importance to them. This is also seen in Nanna’s statement: “[...]den viden vi har.. 
den.. vi er så oplyste.. hvor jeg tror jeg havde meget den der.. det’ de ikk’ og derfor skulle man ned 
og.. og lære dem noget[...]” (Audio file: 9:04)2. The other women were very supportive when 
Nanna explained this position and this might therefore show that already before they were 
volunteering, they subconsciously took the role of ‘experts’, which Stephen Wearing defines to be a 
weakness towards the concept of volunteer. The explanation as to why they do this is because they 
all agreed that the local Africans were not as enlightened as we are in the Western world and 
therefore they felt that they had to go and teach them the Western knowledge. Looking at this in 
hindsight therefore gives the notion that their expectations were grounded in that they desperately 
wanted to have a role when being in the new communities and therefore to prepare themselves for 
the role they expected to have, they saw themselves as ‘experts’ on areas that the local Africans did 
not have sufficient knowledge about.  
 
Furthermore, one of our participants, Lana, also emphasized in her narrative that: [...] jeg havde en 
forventning om, at jeg skulle komme ned og møde nogle mennesker som havde meget ondt af sig 
selv og som… virkelig var bevidst om.. hvor slemt det var eller sådan.. i forhold til hvem jeg var og 
sådan at... nu skulle jeg bare have at vide, hvor.. altså hvor forfærdeligt det var at være dem [...]” 
(Audio file: 09:38)3. With this in mind it might be plausible to draw on social constructionism. This 
is relevant due to that Lana’s expectations towards the country and its inhabitants are that they are 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Loose translation of the quote: “The knowledge we have.. It.. We are so enlightened.. Where I think I very much had the… They are not, 
which is why you had to go and.. and teach them something”  
 3	  Loose translation of the quote: “I had an expectation that I was going to come down and meet some people who were feeling very sorry for 
themselves and who… really were conscious about.. how bad it was or something.. Compared to who I was and such that.. Now they were 
going to tell me how.. you know.. how terrible it was to be them”	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all feeling bad for themselves and need her, or some kind of, help. This can be argued to be part of a 
social construct because neither of the volunteers had ever been in Africa before they decided to 
volunteer, and therefore their image of Africa before going there relied upon others perception of it 
through narratives and pictures that have been told either from people who have experienced it 
themselves or through what is told from the news, Dan Church Aid etc. Through this they might 
also have gotten the perception that what they had heard and seen about Africa before going there 
was authentic, which could explain why their expectations unfolded to be that the people needed 
help and felt sorry for themselves. The perception that Lana had of going to a place where she 
thought they would feel sorry for themselves might therefore be something that she expected after 
being influenced by others parties, hence the social construct.  
Another expectation that seemed to be recurrent with some of the former volunteers was that they 
were expecting to become a big part of the community that they were going to live in (Audio file: 
10:40). Nanna explained that: “[...] det var også meget det der med at se det fra deres perspektiv. 
[Anne: Ja.. Ja…] Jeg havde forventet meget at opleve Afrika fra deres synsvinkel [...]” (Audio file: 
11:03)4. When looking at this opinion from Nanna it seems plausible to incorporate the concept of 
authenticity with their expectations. It is seen in the quote from Nanna in the sense that she wanted 
to see it from the perspective of the people who lived there, through their eyes, which seems to be 
because she, before she left, hoped to see the ‘real’ Africa as authentic as possible. She thus hoped 
that the inhabitants of the village she was going to live in would be able to contribute to this, as they 
would have the best knowledge of what exactly to incorporate the volunteers in, in order for them to 
see the authentic culture. Anne also touches upon her expectation within the same field: “[...] jeg 
forventede og blive mere afrikaner [...] jeg forventede, at jeg kunne blive ligesom dem [...]” (Audio 
file: 10:05)5. Within this comes the question of whether or not their stay would actually be able to 
be authentic as it could be argued to be somewhat constructed through Dan Church Aids 
framework. However, Nina Wang, whom we have also touched upon in our conceptual 
clarification, has a focus on authenticity being socially constructed (Conceptual Clarification) 
therefore, it might make sense in this context as a means to make the volunteers feel that what they 
were going to experience was as authentic as possible given the circumstances and the framework 
from Dan Church Aid. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  4	  Loose translation of the quote: “.. A lot of it was also to see it from their perspective. [Anne: Yes.. Yes..] I had expected a lot to experience 
Africa from their viewpoint”	  
5 Loose translation of the quote: “I expected to become more of an African… I expected that I could become like them”  	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The last big expectation that all four volunteers agreed upon was the notion of culture shock. This 
we will touch upon briefly as some of the aforementioned expectations are more important to our 
problem statement. When the discussion of expectations was on the table they all seemed to 
incorporate that they foresaw the big differences between the culture they came from and the one 
they were going to. Therefore, they also expected the authenticity of what they were going to 
experience to be a culture shock despite that Dan Church Aid had prepared them on how to grasp it. 
In spite of people warning them about it they were still on their toes when it came to the culture 
shock because they knew it would occur due to the differences they were going to experience 
between Denmark and Africa, but they did not know to what extend. 
 
Having debated the volunteers’ expectations thoroughly the interview moved on to focusing on 
whether or not the things they had expected were redeemed. The immediate answer from all of the 
volunteers, when having asked this was no. It was not that the expectations were not redeemed that 
was disappointing - it just seemed that when they finally arrived in the local communities they 
realized that some things were simply not as they had expected them to be. Anne mentions that:  
“[...]hovedsageligt så var det nok mig der ikke levede op til mine egne forventninger fordi 
jeg var bare mere hvid end jeg lige troede.. altså sådan.. jeg kunne ikke.. [...] jeg endte med 
at få special mad [...] og jeg troede også godt jeg kunne gøre alle de der ting som de gjorde, 
men jeg ku’ sgu ik’ male mel og jeg ku’ sgu ik’ røre nsima [...] og sådan, der var rigtig 
mange ting [...] det troede jeg ikke, jeg troede jeg skulle være mere sådan.. jeg tror også 
bare.. jeg tror jeg havde lidt for høje forventninger til mig selv i forhold til, hvad jeg kunne 
gøre” (Audio file: 12:15)6.  
With this quote in mind we can see that Anne had a lot of expectations to herself and she felt like 
she was not able to be as big a part of the authentic experience as she wanted to. This was due to 
certain aspects that she did not have enough strength to follow through with, such as not being able 
to eat the local food. A remarkable thing with the way she recalls the story about what she felt was 
or was not redeemed is that she says “I think” or “I thought” a lot and therefore it here makes sense 
to draw upon Michel De Certeau's concept of memory and storytelling. Within this he states that 
there are problems when it comes to memories and how to retell stories and that memories therefore 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  6	  Loose translation of the quote: “Mainly, it was probably me who did not live up to my own expectations because I was just more white 
than I thought.. as such… I could not.. I ended up getting special food.. And I also thought that I could do all those things that they did, but 
damn it I could not grind flour, and damn it I could not stir nsima.. And such there were a lot of things… I did not think so, I thought that I 
was going to be more like… I just also think.. I think I had a little too high expectations for myself compared to what I could do”	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can become (re)constructed when trying to remember them. He emphasizes that: “The oddest thing 
is no doubt the mobility of this memory in which the details are never what they are: they are not 
objects, for they are elusive as such … not stable, since each recall alters them” (De Certeau 1984: 
87-88). This can be applied to Anne’s statement because of her usage of “I think” and “I thought” 
(Audio file: 12:15). It seems that she does not quite remember it and therefore she adds those words 
that makes it seem as if she is forcing herself to reminisce. This is quite understandable because our 
focus group interview is hardly the first time she has retold this and therefore, as De Certeau also 
touches upon, as we only remember fragments of our experiences, the more she has told the story 
the more it becomes reconstructed. Another aspect of it can also be, what we have written at the 
beginning of this section, that it is a reconstruction of what she thinks she remembers because the 
narratives are told in hindsight and not before they traveled therefore, they might be reconstructing 
what they feel they expected and how this was redeemed to simply have something to say.  
When Anne spoke about that she did not live up to her own expectations, Nanna agreed with this 
aspect. She thought it would be easier to be a part of an authentic experience because you would 
automatically become like the local Africans and therefore you would see ‘the real’ Africa through 
their eyes. This she found was not as easy as expected to be. Here we can draw on the social 
construction of authenticity towards Nanna’s expectations because the idea of authenticity in 
Nanna’s mind is to experience the ‘real’ culture and being embraced as ‘one of them’. This is what 
she expected to happen. It can be argued that the reason she feels that her expectation of being a 
part of the authentic Africa is because she, from Dan Church Aid’s side and from other places 
might have heard what the lives of the local Africans are like and therefore she wants to experience 
it precisely that way.  
 
Furthermore, the other volunteers voices in when it comes to the fact if their expectations were 
redeemed. Lana is quick to underline that the expectations of people feeling sorry for themselves 
was quickly subdued. Due to the circumstances the people in the local communities were happy and 
did not see her as a person they needed to complain to. When talking about this in the interview it 
was also pointed a bit towards Dan Church Aid and how they prepared them for what they were 
going to experience. When talking about this Line expressed that: “[...]det var et godt kort og have 
på hånden[...]” (Audio file: 1:13:34)7 in the sense that people knew of the organization and they 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Loose translation of the quote: “It was a good card to have on the hand”  	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did not have to explain about why they were there when they mentioned the name of the 
organization. Generally they were all happy about having taken the volunteer experience through 
Dan Church Aid and because of having chosen Dan Church Aid they reconstructed their stories as 
having gotten a broader understanding and respect for other people’s lives as this is one of the 
aspects that the organization strives to achieve for the volunteers. This Nina Wang also touches 
upon when explaining the concept of being a volunteer and that it is often seen that the volunteers 
come home and claim that they have experienced a way of life that has made them more tolerant 
and understanding towards cultural differences than before.  
 
Lastly, even though they acknowledge Dan Church Aid’s work they also feel it important to stress 
that however much you are prepared for volunteering it will never be enough. A lot of the 
experiences that they had when finally in the communities were nothing that they had been told 
from home. They all agreed that the preparation from the organization was thorough however, since 
they were out there as individuals instead of a group they could not rely on the organization as to 
what they had to experience. This could also have made their experiences more authentic than if 
they had felt someone hovering over them.  
Lana expressed that: “[...]man skabte jo egentlig selv sin oplevelse lidt, det var ikke dem som 
formede det [...]” (Audio file: 1:16:39)8, the other volunteers agreed to this and with this it can be 
argued that they felt that they were creating their own experiences. This could have led it to being 
more authentic because nothing seemed forced to them. This notion will be further elaborated in the 
following section about experiences. 
	  
Experience of the authentic 
As we saw in the previous section, our informants claimed that you create your own experience. In 
this section of the analysis we will be looking at their narrations of their experiences with the 
real/authentic Africa as well as how they patent the knowledge of the country. This section will lay 
much emphasis on our core concept of authenticity and how our informants perceive this. A brief 
note to our reader: when we mention ‘the media’ this will be an overall term for texts such as 
written news, media in the sense of news channels or other media of information, facts, etc. If we 
focus on a particular type of media, we will state this. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Loose translation of the quote: “Really you created your own experiences a little bit, it was not them who shaped it”  	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Our informants relied very much upon each other’s narratives and they were all in agreeance 
according to the experience as a volunteer being life changing (Audio file: 43:00). Some of the 
main things which were emphasized was that of the cultural change from Western to African; that 
the Western way of doing things was not necessarily the best way but that the context dictated how 
things should be done. Another notion is that they have become more accepting towards various 
cultures, more patient and tolerant which was also briefly mentioned in the previous section.  
 
An interesting aspect of their experiences is the emphasis placed on the fact that they experienced 
the authentic and real Africa. During the interview, each of the volunteers claimed they had in fact 
experienced this, however, it seems to us that their beliefs of the authentic Africa, from before they 
actually saw it, had an impact on their perception of it. Some of the women called it stereotypical, 
which to us is an indicator of a predetermined construction of Africa. An example of this is when 
Line says: “[...] Ja, men på den stereotype måde. Altså sådan, fordi det der med Afrika, det sådan 
et ret vidt begreb ikke. Eller det var meget sådan, jeg følte det var meget autentisk…” (Audio file: 
16:10)9. This is the first response to our question if they believe that they have seen the authentic or 
real Africa. In relation to Michel De Certeau’s concept of the real, this seems to be the case with 
Line’s statement. By stating that she believed to have experienced the authentic Africa in the 
stereotypical way, it suggests that her definition of Africa was pre-constructed via stories from the 
media in Denmark or perhaps Dan Church Aid. The real in this case then shows its face in her 
recitement of her story of the authentic experience, which in turn then reproduces and confirms the 
real’s story in Denmark. However, a twist to the narrated reality, is that Line herself states further 
on in the interview, when we spoke about explaining the experience to others, that it was difficult to 
talk about since others (who had not volunteered - or even been to Africa) found it so abstract. She 
goes on to say that it is difficult to break the stereotypical view of Africa: “... det er så abstrakt. 
Eller der er så mange stereotyper omkring det. Man kan næsten ikke bryde det hos folk, vel?” 
(Audio file: 01:41:10)10 However, this we will elaborate on further, when we delve into the notion 
of our informants taking patent on knowing the real Africa on page 32. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Loose translation of the quote: “...Yes, but in the stereotypical way. You know, because the thing about Africa, it is kind of a broad term 
right. Or it was very much like, I felt it was very authentic.” 	  10	  Loose translation of the quote: “It is so abstract. Or there are so many stereotypes surrounding it. You can hardly break it with people, 
right?”	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Furthermore, the dialectic of white/black was a recurring theme within the interview when we 
spoke about authenticity, their experiences and how they perceived the real Africa. Especially two 
of the women emphasized this as being a problem for them as it tampered with their sense of the 
authentic experience. Anne told about her experience with her first host family, where she dined 
inside with the father (who had three wives) whereas the women and children dined outside of the 
hut. The feeling of being a guest as well as being white, lessened the feeling of an authentic 
experience as she said: “Det gjorde da noget ved min autenticitets følelse, fordi jeg følte da at jeg er 
primært kvinde. Jeg er jo ikke primært hvid.” (Audio file: 27:07)11. Her sense of being categorized 
as primarily white and not female obviously had an impact on her interpretation of the authentic 
experience. Further on, she also says that she tried to eat outside with the women one time, which 
then resulted in that all the women ceased to eat (Audio file: 27:30). Another example of not 
wanting to be categorized as ‘a white person’ is Lana’s story of the locals calling her ‘Mzungu’ 
meaning ‘White person/man’, which seemed to offend her as she expresses that she asked them to 
call her by her name: “”I ved da godt jeg hedder Lana. Vil I ikke godt kalde mig Lana?” Det gjorde 
jeg sådan meget ud af, fordi så følte jeg var mere sådan… sådan mere autentisk, fordi jeg havde et 
navn og du havde et navn, jeg var ikke bare ‘mzungu’” (Audio file: 28:25)12. This interpretation of 
authenticity by our volunteers is in line with Taylor’s notion of the authentic being something made 
by those who create the culture (Conceptual Clarification). The women have ‘made up’ a particular 
expectation according to how their experience was going to be when living with the locals. The 
aspect of authenticity seems important to the women, and they all feel that their sense of 
authenticity was lessened due to the fact that they were treated as guests and ‘white’ people. A last 
example of this is from Nanna’s narrative, in which she is given the host son’s room and he is sent 
to the grandmother’s place to sleep, while all the other daughters sleep in a separate room:  
“I starten synes jeg også at det var lidt mærkeligt, at fordi jeg var den hvide, så skulle jeg 
sove alene og jeg skulle have så meget plads når jeg egentlig ikke havde brug for det. Og 
der kan jeg så også godt føle at det måske havde været mere autentisk, hvis man havde 
sovet sammen med alle søskende… eller… ligesom de gør”  (Audio file: 18:55)13. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  11	  Loose translation of the quote: “It did do something to my sense of authenticity, since I believe that I am firstly a woman. I’m not 
primarily white.”	  12	  Loose translation of the quote: “”You know my name is Lana. Will you please call me Lana?” I emphasized this, because then I felt that I 
was… more authentic, because I had a name and you had a name, I wasn’t just ‘mzungu’”.	  
13 Loose translation of the quote: “In the beginning I thought it was a bit strange, that because i was the white one, then i had to sleep alone 
and had to have so much space when i really didn’t need it. And this is where i feel that it could have been more authentic, if i had slept in 
the same room with all the siblings… or… as they do.” 	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Again, we see that she believed that it would have been a more authentic experience, if she were 
allowed to participate in all aspects of her host family’s daily routines. This ties in with Taylor’s 
claim of the concept of authenticity being “a complicit with a social practice of representation” 
(Taylor 2001: 14). Our informants wanted an authentic experience in the sense that they wanted to 
become or be accepted as one of the locals, however, even though they were not able to be ‘one of 
them’ fully, they still believed to have had an authentic experience. This they justify by saying that 
they actually did do some of the same things as the locals i.e. retrieving water from the well, going 
out into the fields at 6 o’clock in the morning, etc.  
 
What was truly interesting about our interview with these women was how they articulated their 
experiences in hindsight. When reviewing our material, we noticed that they complemented and 
reaffirmed each other’s narratives of the experiences. This can be due to several things; that they 
have had a similar experience, or that they, as De Certeau explained about the real, rely on each 
others beliefs in order to make it more believable as they do not have an actual object to present to 
us as listeners (1984: 189). Their story becomes the object, within which they become experts and 
take patent on the knowledge of their experience in Africa. We see this especially in relation to 
when they spoke of how people in Denmark could not understand what they had seen. Nanna states: 
“Jeg synes det er svært at forklare folk hvad... det rigtige Afrika er, for der er mange der har… 
altså alle har en ide om hvad Afrika er, altså de har enten læst om det eller set sultne børn eller 
sådan. [...] Det er stadigvæk svært at fortælle folk fordi at alle har deres ide om det, når man ikke 
har været der” (Audio file: 1:37:17)14.  The other volunteers also voice in with this notion; it is 
difficult for others to understand what they have experienced. In order to understand the women’s 
difficulty when having to re-explain their experiences to others, we need to look to De Certeau’s 
notion of memory in relation to storytelling. As we mentioned earlier, their story becomes the object 
or proof of their authentic experience, as the listeners might not have been to Africa as volunteers 
themselves. The volunteers could have used various texts in order to support their narratives, but the 
story itself becomes the focal point. As De Certeau states in his book The Practice of Everyday Life, 
memories are knowledge and these are used when constructing a story/a narrative (1984: 83). 
However, when calling upon memories to construct or reconstruct a story, one runs the risk of the 
memory being altered and these alterations can prove to affect the reconstruction of both the story 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  14	  Loose translation of the quote: “I think it’s difficult to explain to people what… the real Africa is, because there are so many who have… 
You know, everyone has an idea of what Africa is, like they have read about it or seen starving children or such. [...] It is still difficult to tell 
people about it because they all have their own idea about it, when they haven’t been there.”	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and the memory. De Certeau says that this is because the memory responds more than it records 
(1984: 87). Furthermore, we know that the volunteers have had to tell and retell their story 
repeatedly as this is part of their contract with Dan Church Aid. Adding to this, we can surely 
assume that they have also reproduced their narrative to friends and family. This reproduction then 
leads to the story altering as the memories are altered every time they recall them (Ibid). However, 
our informants state that it is much easier to talk about their experiences with others who also have 
been volunteers: 
“Mmm… Altså man kan godt sådan… jeg ved det ikke, sådan gå lidt kold i at forklare det… 
Fordi… Ja de forstår det jo alligevel ikke. [...] Det var meget rart det der med når man kom 
hjem, at man havde dem… man kendte nogle andre der også havde været afsted, fordi man 
skulle ikke starte [...] forfra på alt. [...] Og forklare hele historien, ALT. [...] Man skulle 
tegne sådan et kæmpe billede” (Audio file: 1:40:50)15.  
Nonetheless, if they discuss this with other volunteers it can be a mixed blessing; it is easier for 
them to construct a story in collaboration with the other volunteers, as they can draw upon each 
others memories and thereby recall a hidden memory (De Certeau 1984: 188); it can also serve as a 
misconstruction or a construction of something they might not have experienced themselves, but by 
constructing the narrative with other volunteers, they might be altering their own memories, as we 
mentioned from De Certeau earlier (1984: 87).  
In relation to the (re)construction of their experiences, we see that they apply the dialectic of 
Western/Other. This serves as a means to make the story understandable for others as to why the 
locals might have done a particular thing e.g. in case of illness; Lana becomes ill at one point during 
her stay as a result of burning herself, in which her host father then suggests that they put rabbit fur 
into the wound and call the local witch doctor to heal her. This experience is categorized as being 
unpleasant by Lana as she has to stand her ground towards her host father’s propositions, which she 
believes is not the correct treatment for her illness (Audio file: 59:00). We also see it in one of 
Anne’s narratives, which is situated in a hospital in Malawi, where the doctors believe that her host 
brother’s three-year-old daughter has malaria, whereas Anne insists on them checking the girl for 
meningitis (an inflammation in the brain). In this situation she takes on the role as an expert both in 
the respective situation, which she is describing but also when she tells the story:  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  15	  Loose translation of the quote: “Mmm… Well you can.. I don’t know, like become tired of explaining it… Because..Yeah, they don’t 
understand it anyway [...] It was kind of nice that when you came home, that you had someone you knew, someone who had also been away, 
because you didn’t have to start [...] from the beginning [...] and having to explain the whole story, EVERYTHING [...] You had to draw the 
whole picture.”	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“[...] ej hun har meningitis. Jeg ved hun har meningitis. Og så efter en halv dags diskussion 
med de her læger, nu skulle de altså tjekke hende ordentligt. Så tjekkede de hende, og så 
havde hun meningitis. Bakteriel meningitis. [...] Men jeg tror da at det var godt nok at jeg 
gjorde det, ellers havde hun jo ikke overlevet” (Audio file: 1:01:02)16.  
The way Anne tells the story; we hear that she has no problem with defying or being skeptical 
towards authorities i.e. the doctors. Furthermore, she goes on to praising herself for doing so or else 
this child would have died. She thus takes the role of the ‘expert’ (Wearing 2001: 51).  
 
When our interviewees disclose their experiences to us, they do it by comparing the Western way of 
doing this to the African way, which seems to serve as a means to authenticate the experience, thus 
making it more believable. They draw upon our belief of the real; what we know from the narrated 
reality in our respective society. The women recite facts and knowledge that we have heard, read or 
seen in our society and then compare this to their experience in Africa. This serves as a culmination 
with the fiction (the narrated reality) in which we (as ‘normal’ citizens) have learned what to 
believe (De Certeau 1984: 186). This, in turn, then leads the concept of, what we previously 
believed to be, authentic to the negotiating table.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Loose translation of the quote: “... she has meningitis. I know that she has meningitis. And then after half a day’s discussion with the 
doctors, now they had to check her properly. So then they checked her, and they found that she did have meningitis. Bacterial meningitis. [...] 
But I do think that it was a good thing that I did it, otherwise she wouldn’t have survived.” 	  
	   36	  
	  
Discussion 
In this section, we will be discussing Michel De Certau’s concept of the real versus our 
understanding(s) of the concept of authenticity as well as whether or not the aspect of volunteering 
can lead to an authentic experience. This we will do while drawing upon the findings from our 
analysis. Michel de Certeau’s definition of the real and the concept of authenticity have been 
clarified in our chapter of conceptual clarification. However, we will present a short description for 
the sake of our discussion. We will also look into whether or not the concept of authenticity is 
related to the volunteer experience. While doing so, we will discuss the possibility of creating one’s 
own authentic experience independent from the organization or the real, which might have an affect 
on your experience as a volunteer. 
 
A brief note to the reader: As we mentioned in the analysis section, the term ‘media’ will serve as 
an umbrella term covering both written texts, news channels or other media of information, facts, 
etc. We will specify which type of media we are speaking of in the event of this being relevant. 
	  
The real vs authenticity 
On one side we have the real, which is a result of a social construction in the society through the 
media. This is called narrated reality, a term developed by Michel De Certeau. On the other hand, 
we have the concept of authenticity, which we have defined as being a social construct as well. 
However, we believe that authenticity is, as Erik Cohen (1988) says, negotiable and can be 
determined through the individual’s point of view, beliefs, etc. In this section of the discussion we 
will deliberate whether or not these two concepts are in fact interconnected or if they are two 
separate notions. 
 
In the analysis we saw that these two concepts, the real and authenticity, were intertwined as our 
volunteers spoke of their experiences abroad. They all had a pre-determined understanding of how 
Africa would be: perhaps a result of Dan Church Aid’s preparation as well as their own views and 
beliefs, which had been determined by the real. However, if both concepts are results of social 
constructs, then they must be able to influence each other? Firstly, in relation to the real, the 
possibility of our informants being influenced by the real in Denmark is plausible. They might have 
seen, read or heard facts about Africa, which in the notion of the real dictates what we ought to 
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believe. Also, their preparation by Dan Church Aid before departing for Uganda, Malawi or 
Zambia, has probably had an impact on what knowledge and beliefs they might have had towards 
these countries. Secondly, when speaking of authenticity, our informants believed that they had 
authentic experiences. This they justified by saying that they had participated in daily routines as 
well as lived in the local villages as opposed to mass tourism destinations with guided tours etc. 
Furthermore, their narrations of the authentic experience tie in with our conceptual understanding of 
authenticity: that it is context based as well as socially dependable.  
It is our understanding that the two concepts are similar and can be interconnected in relation to our 
topic. This is due to the social aspect of both of the terms; the real being socially constructed within 
a certain context; authenticity also being context based as well as incorporating the individual’s 
perspective. What differentiates the two is the perspective, by this we mean the real primarily takes 
place in the media, where facts, news and stories manipulate us into doing and believing what the 
society wants us to (De Certeau 1984: 186). Whereas authenticity is from the perspective of the 
individual: it is their point of view and their belief of what is authentic that can be negotiated within 
contexts and with other individuals. However, it is our belief that they can influence each other and 
are interconnected. The reason why we believe this is, as De Certeau says, that our society is 
composed of stories, which are told, cited and then recited (1984: 186). These stories must have 
origin in something that people have seen or read and then reproduced into factual evidence. The 
volunteers do this, as it is stated in their contract that they have to write articles or hold 
presentations about their experiences when being abroad with Dan Church Aid. This adds to the 
stories within the real and serves to bring another perception of what the real Africa is. 
Furthermore, these narratives serve as a means to either break the contemporary understanding of 
Africa or to ratify the existing belief. This suggests that the real and our informants’ stories of 
experiencing the authentic is a circular process. What was central to our informants, was that their 
experiences and the narratives of these should serve to break the current perception of Uganda, 
Zambia or Malawi, in which they wanted to show a more real picture of the countries and their 
inhabitants. As we also saw in the analysis, our informants thought it was difficult to explain and 
reproduce their stories to people in Denmark, as it took much effort for them to break the already 
constructed idea of countries in Africa. Furthermore, we saw that they applied the dialectic of 
Western/Other in order to explain the differences between Denmark and either Uganda, Zambia or 
Malawi. This seemed to be done in order for others to understand the chasm between the respective 
countries and the current perception of them. The break in the fiction as well as the narratives from 
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these women then takes the notion of authenticity to the negotiating table, as we wrote in the 
analysis. As authenticity is a social construct, it can be negotiated in terms of context, facts, beliefs, 
points of view, power, etc. as Nina Wang and Erik Cohen stated (Conceptual Clarification). This 
indicates that the belief of the authentic is then in the power of the individual, but if it in fact is a 
social construction, then it is also dependent on how the society and the context constructs this. We 
saw an example of this in the analysis of our data, when our informants stated that their experiences 
of the authentic were lessened, due to the fact that the locals hesitated towards letting them ‘become 
one of them’. Although, how could they believe that they could become ‘one of them’? Also, one of 
the women stated that she was laughed at because she wanted to wear pants, which the local women 
did not - they wore a local skirt (Audio file: 55:00). This seemed contradictory to us, as they had all 
expressed the notion of their sense of authenticity being diminished by not being completely 
incorporated in the village. But can one not argue that they themselves lessened their sense of 
authenticity when they hesitated to incorporate all the aspects from the local culture? 
 
In our conceptual clarification we drew upon Edward Bruner’s descriptions of authenticity from 
Nina Wang’s paper on the same subject. His four definitions of authenticity show a range of how it 
can be described. His first and second definition relates to the authenticity of an object e.g. that a 
copy of the original can be perceived as authentic. His third and fourth definition opposes the first 
two by stating that no copy can be original and that authenticity is defined by those with the 
authority to validate what is authentic (Bruner in Wang 1999: 354). In relation to our informants, 
the first and second definition can be discussed according to their experience and attempt to become 
one of the locals. If we were to take this path, our volunteers’ experiences are copies of the original 
objects or routines, thus being genuine experiences as they were allowed to participate in the daily 
routines. Here we could argue that an experience is authentic for someone who experiences it for 
the first time, even though they might not be originating from the authentic context, as is the case 
with the volunteers. Nonetheless, this contradicts Bruner’s third and fourth definition as no copy 
can ever become authentic and the only thing that counts is the original, not the simulation of the 
authentic object or experience (Bruner in Wang 1999: 354). These definitions seemed relevant to 
our informants, as they stated that their sense of authenticity was diminished because they were not 
able to do everything as the locals did; Anne could not eat their food, Lana was given a mattress 
instead of a rush mat to sleep on, Line was not allowed to use the traditional knives when preparing 
food, etc. However, what held them back from a true authentic experience was their own 
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understanding of how the experience should be. It is our belief that objects can be a part of one’s 
understanding of an authentic experience, even more so in the case of our informants. It would 
seem to us that it becomes more authentic and genuine as we hear their stories that they have 
engaged in the local villagers’ routines. Therefore, Bruner’s definitions of authenticity are more 
likely to be views from different standing points. They serve as a smörgäsbord for negotiating what 
one believes to be authentic. We believe that the concept of authenticity is constructed in social 
contexts but can always be negotiated, thus being redefined, as Erik Cohen suggested.  
 
Another aspect within the duality of the real and authenticity is the concept of memories in relation 
to storytelling developed by Michel De Certeau. This is relevant as Kenneth Gergen says that social 
constructionism: “... is principally concerned with explicating the processes by which people come to 
describe, explain, or otherwise account for the world (including themselves) in which they live” (1985: 
266). We found in the analysis that the construction of stories called upon memories, but that these 
memories are in fact fragments and not a recollection of the whole experience (De Certeau 1984: 
83). In relation to our informants stating that it was easier to speak about their experiences with 
other volunteers, we argued that this was a mixed blessing. As shown in the analysis, the 
reconstruction of the story by the help of others, could in fact fabricate the story and manufacture 
memories, which were not one’s own. This leads us to thinking that our informants’ stories could 
have been partially fictitious, unconsciously, as they have had to reconstruct them numerous times. 
The problem with this is that it then becomes a part of the circular process within the real as a 
reaffirmation and contribution of what has already been told. Another aspect to be taken into 
consideration is that our informants take patent on the knowledge about the respective countries that 
they visited: Uganda, Zambia and Malawi. They discussed at great length how people in Denmark 
could not understand what they had experienced as they had not experienced the same or been in 
the respective country, which the volunteers were speaking of. This is one of the ‘dangers’ that 
Stephen Wearing mentioned when speaking of being a volunteer (2001: 51). They act as experts on 
the field even though it seems impossible to attain a sufficient amount of knowledge on this, since 
they were in Africa for two - five months. It then seems to become a struggle between what the 
volunteers know and have experienced versus what the real has dictated that the people in Denmark 
should believe. Their narrations serve as a break with the fiction from the real and as we stated 
earlier in this discussion, it brings the concept of authenticity to the negotiating table. Their stories 
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provide us with an alternative to what we might already know but it could also be another 
fabrication of the narrated realities constructed to make us believe in what they want us to.  
	  
Can the volunteer experience lead to an authentic experience?  
In the previous section we discussed how the real could have an impact on what the volunteers 
believed to be true and authentic. We will be following this line of thought within this section, as 
we will be discussing how their initial expectations as well as their experience as volunteers could 
have led to an authentic experience. We will also delve into the notion of the possibility of creating 
one’s own authentic experience independent from the organization or the real, which can affect the 
experiences as a volunteer. 
 
As we are able to see in the analysis the volunteers talked about their expectations to portray what 
they were hoping/wanting to happen as part of their experience through Dan Church Aid. Lana 
mentions the expectation of people feeling sorry for themselves which in one way or another seems 
to us as a way of preparing herself for the authentic experience in a new country. This can be due to 
the fact that she has been exposed to certain narratives that has influenced her into believing that 
because the people in Malawi are poor and living in a third world country they might feel bad for 
themselves. With this she seems like she was expecting it as a way of coping with a realistic 
problem which she was expecting to be faced with as a volunteer. However, she states that she 
quickly finds it not to be the case and seems relieved that her experience with ‘the real’ Africa is not 
affected by the feeling of having to effectively act on people complaining about their lives. As 
mentioned in the section above, since the real is a social construct this must have affected the 
volunteers before leaving for their trip. Therefore, Lana’s imagination of what she was going to see 
might have been affected by the real, which could have led her to blindly believe that what she had 
seen and knew of Africa before departure would probably affect the authentic feeling within her 
experiences.  
To elaborate on that notion we feel it is important to rely on the fact that from the analysis it seems 
that the volunteers had certain expectations towards their experiences being part of the real and they 
also strive very much towards the fact that they do not want to be classified as the ‘white man’. 
Instead they want the local Africans to call them by their names and allow them to become 
‘integrated’ in the community even though they are only there for a short period of time. With this it 
seems like they want to be more than just the volunteers that they are sent to be. They all express 
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feelings towards that they expected to be part of the family that they lived with, that way they 
would get a more authentic feeling towards their volunteer experience. But can a volunteer 
experience be authentic? And if so, how?  
In many ways you can discuss whether or not the experiences that the volunteers have had are 
authentic since they are traveling with Dan Church Aid and the organization has a frame of what the 
programs contain. However, if we look to our conceptual clarification and Nina Wang’s definition 
of authenticity we are able to see that she defines it as being a social construct and that things 
appear authentic because of the perspectives or notions of power that they rely on (1999: 351). 
Having this view we are able to discuss the experience through an NGO like Dan Church Aid a 
little further. This is due to that it can be questioned if Dan Church Aid has actually been a part of 
constructing the experiences for the volunteers so that they would feel that it was authentic enough. 
In the interview they all claim to have been a part of something authentic due to the fact that they as 
volunteers lived in the communities, ate the local food and to some extend wore the local clothing 
and therefore their wish to become a part of the real Africa experience was granted. However, can 
one not argue that since they would not have gotten the experience if they had not traveled with 
Dan Church Aid and since the organization is one of the only NGO’s to offer this kind of program 
that that makes the authenticity of it socially and societally constructed? This seems to be the case 
because when the volunteers were living in the villages their narratives of the experiences showed 
that they were part of a local organization that works with Dan Church Aid. Therefore, some of 
their experiences were through the partner organization, this the volunteers would not have 
experienced if they were not traveling with Dan Church Aid and therefore it can once more be 
questioned whether it is a construction of the real from Denmark? 
On the other hand it is remarkable how the volunteers keep being convinced throughout the focus 
group interview that they have been a part of something authentic, which did not rely on Dan 
Church Aid and their framework. What is also shown in the analysis is that volunteers are sure that 
they create their own authentic experience because when they were in Malawi, Zambia or Uganda 
they did not feel dependent on the organization in order to experience something authentic. They 
claimed that they themselves decided what to do, when or where to go with whom, which made 
them feel as if the things they experienced were authentic. Lana emphasized in her narrative that as 
a volunteer one creates one’s own experiences because most of the time one is alone with the host 
family. Granted you have a partner who is also a volunteer but living in another village, which 
enables you to have someone to talk to as well as share experiences with, however, the bottom line 
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is that you as a volunteer create your own way of living independently from any framework that 
might be set from the organization. But then the question is: how do you create your own authentic 
experience? And can you even draw on the notion of authenticity when it comes to stressing to 
create your own experiences in a local village in either Malawi, Zambia or Uganda?  
This can be discussed with the help from one of our authenticity definitions, which we have in the 
section of conceptual clarification; Erik Cohen looks at authenticity in the way that it is socially 
constructed and therefore negotiable in the sense that it is possible for the definitions of the concept 
to differ from person to person (1988: 374). When dealing with this definition we can see that one 
notion of authenticity is not necessarily the correct or the only one. Therefore, since it is negotiable 
depending on who you are and how you look upon what is real, we feel that it makes sense that the 
volunteers have the belief that they experienced the authentic Africa. This is due to the fact that, 
according to Erik Cohen, the volunteers themselves can have certain definitions on how they arrive 
at the authentic experience: whether it is created by doing everything that the local people in the 
villages do, just plain living with a family for the months they are volunteers or maybe it is even 
defined by the fact that you as a volunteer is fighting for and achieving to not be called ‘Mzungu’ 
(‘White man/person’). The fact of the matter is that it seems that the volunteer experience is able to 
lead to an authentic experience, or this is at least what our participants feel, if all parts have a 
mutual understanding that each individual can have their own definition of authenticity. 
With this said we are of course aware of the fact that it is not a final statement that the definition of 
authenticity is a household item. As we have mentioned before there are so many definitions as to 
what authenticity is and therefore it can be discussed through and through again what an authentic 
experience is. From our empirical data it seems that the participants (without being aware of it) 
have the same conception of authenticity as Erik Cohen, which is that the authentic feeling is not 
only a social construct, but also something that can be felt individually and negotiated depending on 
how you look upon it.  
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Conclusion 
In the following section, we will conclude on the findings in our analysis as well as the findings in 
our discussion in attempt to answer our problem statement.  
 
In the course of this project, we set out to see how volunteers from Dan Church Aid articulated their 
expectations to and experience from volunteering in Africa as well as which role the notion of 
authenticity played in their articulations. We found that our volunteers placed much emphasis on 
the notion of authenticity in relation to their experiences; however, this was not fully accomplished 
according to themselves as they were not able to become ‘one of the locals’. Their expectations 
were broad and had seemingly been influenced by the real much more than the preparation from 
Dan Church Aid. We saw this clearly in Lana’s narrative, when she expected to encounter people 
who were sad and feeling sorry for themselves before she arrived in Malawi and Zambia (since she 
had one field-stay in Malawi and one in Zambia), where her expectation was rebutted. Furthermore, 
we saw that many of the expectations that the volunteers had prior to their stay were not redeemed, 
not solely because of the changing experiences, but because they had expected too much of 
themselves and therefore could not live up to the self-induced pressure. An example of this was that 
they had believed that they were able to become ‘one of them’ or become fully accepted within the 
local community, however, due to their short amount of time within the villages as well as many 
other circumstances this was not possible. Even though they had built high expectations towards 
themselves, they still felt that the experience was authentic. They argue that you create your own 
experience as a volunteer as you do not have anyone who tells you what to do while you live in the 
local village. Therefore, it is up to the individual volunteer to create the authentic experience that 
they were starving for prior to leaving and actually being located in the center of where the 
authentic experiences are supposed to be.  
Their narratives were constructed by the use of memories, but they were also dependent on each 
other to support their stories. Reaffirming one another while telling their story did this. Also, their 
narratives were central, as they did not have any texts such as images/photographs to support them. 
However, according to Michel De Certeau’s notion of memories in relation to storytelling, we saw 
that it became a social construct. This is due to the volunteers’ narratives being produced, 
reproduced, cited and then recited in relation to others, thus becoming socially constructed. They 
also drew upon the dialectics of white/black and Western/Other in order to make the story more 
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believable as well as easier for the people in Denmark to comprehend what they, as volunteers, had 
experienced. The dialectic of white/black was emphasized as the volunteers felt that the locals 
categorized them on behalf of their skin color. Our informants took on the ‘expert’ cap when it 
came to the Western/Other dialectic in relation to the locals in Africa but also in relation to the 
people in Denmark, when speaking of the experiences. The expert role was easily recognized here 
because the volunteers stated that the people in Denmark would not be able to understand their 
experiences anyway and therefore they had a lot of knowledge on something that they would only 
be comfortable talking about with other ‘experts’ on the same area. We saw them become experts 
when they spoke of the differences between them and the locals in relation to e.g. medical 
treatment. The way they showed themselves as experts was the fact that they seemed like they knew 
‘more’ than the local Africans in regards to certain things. Hence, the story about Lana’s burn 
wound.  
 
In the discussion, we debated whether or not the real and authenticity were interconnected and 
influenced one another. We found that the real, which is composed and fabricated, influences our 
disposition towards the concept of authenticity. However, we discovered that this was a circular 
process, meaning that if authenticity is in fact a social construction made up by the individual - as 
we believe it is - then this also influences the real. This is due to the fact that it is the individuals 
within the society who make up the social constructs, which in turn is then retold in the narrated 
realities. Furthermore, we discussed whether or not our volunteers’ narratives served as a break 
with the fiction known as the stories within the real. It was our informants’ intention that their 
stories would provide an alternative reality about Africa to the one constructed in Denmark. Even 
though this seems to be the apparent case, one cannot know for sure whether or not their narratives 
are already incorporated within the real aspect of Africa. This is because we often see and read 
about Africa in relation to documentaries, informational ads from NGO’s, etc. So how will we 
know which story is true? Our definition of authenticity derives from the theorist Erik Cohen, who 
believes that “... ‘authenticity’ is a socially constructed concept and its social… connotation is, 
therefore, not given, but ‘negotiable’” (1988: 374). We found this suggestion as being the most 
valid, as it takes our standpoint of social constructionism as well as the individual into account. This 
aspect is important, as we have been working with individuals who have been abroad and claim to 
have had an authentic experience. They have negotiated their sense of authenticity through their 
experiences and expectations but also when constructing and reconstructing the story in 
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collaboration with each other. Even though our informants have played an important part when 
examining the concept of authenticity, it was their stories that were central to us.  
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Future research 
We acknowledge the fact that this is a broad topic with several possible approaches to it.  
The empirical data that we collected, contained many interesting themes, however, we chose the 
ones that we found suitable for our problem definition as well as our theoretical standpoint, social 
constructionism.  
For further research or a completely different project we could have delved into the notion of 
categorization and power in relation to the dialectic of white/black, us/them, home-country/other 
country etc. This we could have put in focus in order to analyze further on how the volunteers 
perceived their field-stay(s) through dialectics and whether or not they played a defining role when 
it came to the experience of being a volunteer. This would have been interesting to investigate since 
we in the Western world today are very focused upon the differences between aspects like us/them, 
white/black, etc. Therefore, we could have looked upon the different aspects of how the dialectics 
are perceived for the volunteers vs. how the locals in Zambia, Malawi or Uganda look upon it. It is 
also relevant to the empirical data in the sense that the volunteers exclaim a lot that they are being 
called ‘Mzungu’ and not by their name. With this view it would have made sense to make a 
comparative analysis of the two aspects on the different dialectics, this we could have done to show 
how the volunteers look upon it contra how the local African people look upon it, what the 
differences were and whether or not there were any similarities. This would then require us to 
conduct fieldwork in the respective country we were looking at.  
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Appendix X 
 
Focus group interview framework 
Key points: A focus group interview is a: “Non-directive style of interviewing, where the prime 
concern is to encourage a variety of viewpoints on the topic in focus” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009: 
150).  
Semi-structured interview.  
Types of interview questions: (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009: 135-138) Introductory questions, follow 
up questions, probing questions, specifying questions, direct and indirect questions and interpreting 
questions. 
 
Design: Interview guide 
1. Introduction to the purpose of the focus group 
Presentation of the purpose and the study. What does it entail? Guidelines for the interaction in the 
focus group. With this in mind we would like to point out that this project is going to be available 
for the public and if any of the informants wish to be anonymous this is possible.  
 
Information: 
The purpose of this focus group interview is to dig into your experiences from being a volunteer 
with Dan Church Aid, whether it is via. the volunteer program or Silkeborg Højskole.  
The interview will last a maximum of two hours depending on how the conversation flows. The 
interview will be recorded on audio and video, so we have the possibility of transcribing if we wish 
to do so. If any of you wishes to be anonymous this will be honored.  
In the beginning of the interview we will ask you to answer a couple of basic questions about name, 
age, when and where you traveled to and with what program. The first time you speak you will be 
asked to speak your name and articulate and enunciate. We will have placed six cards with different 
themes written on them. These will function as a starting point for the discussion as we are focused 
on not biasing our informants. However, if the discussion halts, we will supply our informants with 
pre-prepared questions about the themes. We will ask you to write key words on the cards for each 
theme. 
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- Volunteer 
- Authenticity 
- “Real Africa” 
- Dan Church Aid 
- Experiences 
- Expectations 
 
REMEMBER:  
There are no right or wrong answers or opinions. It is mostly you who will be talking and 
discussing with each other. We will supplement with more questions ongoing.  
 
Introduction round: 
Everybody presents them selves (name, age, job/education).  
- Moderator (M): Poses the questions 
- Observer (O): Takes notes  
 
2. The questions 
Basic questions: 
- Where, when and for how long?  
- Did you all live with a host family? If yes, for how long?  
 
Volunteer: 
- What was your role when volunteering in Africa?  
- What was your initial motivation for being a volunteer?  
 
Expectations: 
- What did you expect before you traveled? 
Example of a follow up: Did it live up to your expectations?  
- Did you feel prepared for the cultural encounter you experienced? Was the preparation sufficient 
from Dan Church Aids side?  
If yes, how would you describe the preparation? 
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If no, what was lacking in your preparation? 
- What were your thoughts about the place you were going to?  
- What experiences did you expect to have? 
 
 
“Real Africa”: 
- Had you ever been to Africa before volunteering?  
Follow up: With who? Where did you go? Was it a package deal?  
- What was your interpretation of real Africa before traveling to it for the first time? 
 
Authenticity: 
- Did you feel that you experienced the authentic Africa/real Africa? 
In what way? 
- Do you think the experience would be more authentic if you traveled alone than with the NGO?  
Why? 
 
Experience: 
- Did the experience change anything according to your view on your own life?  
How? 
- Did the experience change your view on Africa? 
How? 
- Would you do it again?  
If yes, would you travel with a NGO again? Maybe a different one? Or alone? 
 
Dan Church Aid: 
- Were you satisfied with the volunteer experience through Dan Church Aid?  
If yes, what was good? 
If no, what was dissatisfying?   
- Did you feel or experience that your stay was staged within Dan Church Aid’s framework? 
If yes, how so? 
If no, how so?  
 
